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CITATION AND REFERENCING

For a self-test of all principles discussed in this document 
see the CITATION QUIZ provided on Moodle.
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Why and when to do it
Citation and referencing are key aspects of academic study. Without them, what you 
have is not scholarship, but a sort of intellectual doodling. If that sounds a bit harsh, well 
perhaps the rest of this section will explain that position. 

You have all studied at university before so there is no need to go into detail here, but I 
hope this does serve as a reminder, and an indication of the expanded importance of 
proper citation at Masters’ and doctoral level. 

• Citation helps support your own ideas by relating them to the work of others. 
You can’t discuss every problem from scratch. It is your ideas we are most 
interested in, but in order to support and justify your own opinions, you need to 
root them in the theoretical constructs and history of prior research in the field. 
Bear in mind this actually helps you: for it means you can draw on the 
established, proven research of these other authors in developing your own 
arguments. Without them, you’re much more on your own, and therefore more 
open to criticism.

• Citation provides a source for factual statements. Use your common sense here 
– you don’t need a citation for “Great Britain is an island in the North Atlantic 
Ocean” – but for a statement like “90% of schoolrooms in the UK now have 
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interactive whiteboards”, you definitely do. How do we know that figure is true? 
(I have no idea whether it is or not: I just made it up, you see).  

• Citation provides readers with additional sources of information. E.g. (see also 
Carr and Kemmis 1986). You might as well start treating your writing as – at least 
potentially – a contribution to the research literature in its own right. So people 
may one day read it to help them with their own studies. (Don’t scoff at this idea: 
many Masters’ level pieces of work are more than suitable for publication.) This 
kind of thing helps root your work in the wider academic context.

• Citation shows you have done some reading. OK, we admit it. It’s a way to 
check that you’ve been reading. Of course we don’t just ask you to read books for 
the sake of it, but it does at least provide a certain basic indicator that you are 
familiar with the existing literature on a particular subject. 

• Citation shows when you are using someone else’s ideas. Read too much of the 
“anti-plagiarism” literature (see below) and you will get the impression that this 
is the only reason for citing published works. So much stress is placed on this as it 
leads to palpitations and panic attacks in the nervous student regarding the 
avoidance of unintended plagiarism. I suggest you therefore read the section 
below. Nevertheless, although I de-emphasise it slightly here and would rather 
you embraced the first three principles above, this obviously remains important. 

THE BEST WAY TO LEARN HOW AND WHEN TO CITE IS TO LOOK AT 
PUBLISHED WORKS AND SEE HOW THEY DO IT. 

Avoiding plagiarism through proper citation
Plagiarism is the passing off of another person’s work as one’s own. Whether 
deliberately committed or not, it is considered a serious (perhaps the most serious) 
breach of academic protocol. Careers have ended because of it, and not just those of 
students: established academics can be, and have been, found guilty of it. You should 
certainly familiarise yourselves with the formal statements produced by the University 
regarding plagiarism and how it is handled. 

Having said that, this aspect of academic legislation is sometimes over-hyped, and grim 
declarations of imminent doom do little to assuage students’ fears about what 
constitutes plagiarism and what does not. Nor does it show any critical awareness of the 
role of the teachers, the Universities, technology, the media, parents, stress, and so on, in 
fostering plagiarism. Much plagiarism may be inadvertent and/or caused by pressure of 
time and workload. (See the resources on time management which we have included in 
this topic.)

Anyway, there are some basic ground rules for avoiding plagiarism, and here they are. 
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A direct quote is one where you are repeating, exactly, a passage from a published work. 
ALWAYS cite the source of direct quotes. Really. ALWAYS. With a page number if one is 
available (and it will only not be if the source is online), and “quotation marks” around 
the quoted text. 

Russell calls activity theory “a dynamic and evolving theory” (Russell 2002: 66).

[see below for more information on the technical conventions of citation.]

Cite indirect quotes too. What’s an indirect quote?  An indirect quote is where you 
paraphrase or summarise the words of another author. Here’s one: 

Russell (2002: 78-80) uses activity theory to analyse a children’s learning program 
entitled the Fifth Dimension…

Subject to the common sense limitations noted above, always cite the source of factual 
statements or data:

The ‘Telecities’ network was established at a conference in Manchester, between 
twelve major European cities (Carter 1997). 

Citing additional sources is more discretionary, but it does make you look more familiar 
with the background literature. Don’t overdo it though. 

In all cases, once again, I recommend you look at published works to see how they do it. 

Of course there is more which could be said about the subtleties of citation. Should you 
cite a great deal, or only sparingly?  Should you lift factual data directly from another 
piece or does it need reinterpreting in light of your own concerns?  There are many other 
such questions but in the end, beyond the basic rules noted above, these cannot be 
answered by appeals to generalities. Largely, it is a matter of style and context. But the 
abovementioned rules should certainly help you avoid unintended plagiarism; as well 
as giving you some pointers towards the effective use of citation, meaning, something 
which actively enhances your work rather than just appears as a perfunctory addition to 
it, included purely because you feel you are obliged to. The creative and effective use of 
citation is what can turn a good piece of work into an excellent one, and certainly should 
be part of any student’s armory. 

How to do it
There are certain formalities to citation. They may seem time-consuming and awkward 
but they do – mostly – exist for a reason: because they are the means through which 
someone else could follow your citation to the source material. This is why, for instance, 
you must include the place of publication. The same book can be published in different 
editions in different countries, and the location of a particular quote or passage may 
vary between editions. 

I have tried to be comprehensive here regarding these rules but inevitably you will now 
and again come across a situation which is not covered here. In those cases please use 
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your common sense. Remember the golden rule: could someone make their way to the 
source, based on the information you provide?  If the answer is “yes” then in the end it 
doesn’t matter exactly  how you do it. But do try to be consistent throughout a single 
piece of work, and do at least follow these basic rules. 

All work must include a bibliography. If it doesn’t, it ain’t scholarship. The bibliography 
should contain all works cited in the text, and only those works. It goes at the end. 
Bibliographies should be arranged in alphabetical order by (first) authors’ surname. If 
the authorship is credited only to an organisation (e.g. BECTA, British Council, OECD), 
treat the organisation name as an author name. 

There are certain standard formats for different kinds of writing. As I said above, if I 
haven’t listed it here, use your common sense. 

Single-authored book
Surname, First Name (Year): Title: Sub-title, Place of Publication: Publisher. 

e.g.
Mintzberg, Henry (1989): Mintzberg on Management: Inside our strange world of 
organizations, London: Collier Macmillan. 
March, James G. and Johan P. Olsen (1979): Ambiguity and Choice in Organizations, 
Bergen: Universitetsforlaget. 

in the text: 
Mintzberg (1989: 19) writes that information “is a basic input to decision-
making”1…
Universities can be seen as “organised anarchies” (March & Olsen 1979)…

A chapter in an edited collection
Surname, First Name (Year): “Chapter Name” in Editor Name (eds): Title of 
collection, Place of Publication: Publisher, pp. first page of chapter – last page. 

e.g. 
Billett, Stephen (2002): “Workplaces, communities and pedagogy: an activity 
theory view” in Mary R. Lea and Kathy Nicoll (eds):  Distributed Learning: Social 
and cultural approaches to practice, London: Routledge Falmer, pp. 83-97. 

in the text: 
“Inevitably, participation in work involves negotiating and interacting with 
others”2. 

1 Mostly in this document I use “inline” citations to illustrate the conventions. However, you may 
also see footnotes, like this one: they are easy to insert using Word (Insert – Reference – Footnotes 
and Endnotes).  This is a “true” footnote; something presenting what is effectively a large amount 
of parenthetical text. The one below is a footnote used just for citation. I have no preference; use 
whatever you feel most comfortable with, but do be consistent within a single piece of work. 

2 Billett 2002: 90.
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[note the use of the chapter author’s name here, not the name(s) of the editor(s); of course, 
sometimes they are the same]

A journal article, including from an online version of a journal
Surname, First Name (Year): “Article name”, Journal Title volume/issue, pp. first 
page – last page

e.g. 
Benson, Angela D. and Andrew Whitworth (2007): “Technology at the planning 
table: Activity theory, negotiation and course management systems”, Journal of 
Organisational Transformation and Social Change 4/1, pp. 65-82. 

in the text: 
“…tensions within activity systems… are not necessarily organisational 
flaws” (Benson & Whitworth 2007: 79). 

After this point things get a bit woolier. Use your discretion, but treat the following as 
representative cases. Note that if you want to cite something that has no credited author 
at all, you need to carefully ask yourself whether the citation is appropriate. Sometimes 
it is (as in the examples below), but you do need to remember issues of provenance with 
web-based information. Nor are dates always obvious, but if no date of publication is 
marked on a web site this is OK, just use (undated). But do note the “last accessed” date, 
which should always be included. 

Note also that when we talk about “web sites” this should not be considered as 
including online academic journals. These have been considered above: the name of the 
journal only will suffice, you do not need to also provide a URL, nor a date of last access. 
We mean here “publicly” accessible web sites or papers on which no other publication 
information is noted. 

A credited piece which is only available online
e.g,

Mwanza, Daisy and Yrjö Engeström (2003): Pedagogical Adeptness in the Design of 
E-learning environments: experiences from the Lab@Future Project, paper, online at 
http://www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity/pages/files/research/lab/Daisy-Yrjo-
Elearn03.pdf [last accessed 25 October 2007.]

Uncredited web site or other online resource
This is one exception to the rule that everything should go in a bibliography. Here there 
is probably no need. Just do this in the text: 

The unique nature of Hebden Bridge’s housing has led to “unique legal 
arrangements” regarding the ownership of shared floors/ceilings (http://
en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/Hebden_Bridge). 

[note the use of the full URL, not just www.wikipedia.org]

http://www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity/pages/files/research/lab/Daisy-Yrjo-Elearn03.pdf
http://www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity/pages/files/research/lab/Daisy-Yrjo-Elearn03.pdf
http://www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity/pages/files/research/lab/Daisy-Yrjo-Elearn03.pdf
http://www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity/pages/files/research/lab/Daisy-Yrjo-Elearn03.pdf
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://www.wikipedia.org
http://www.wikipedia.org
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Newspaper/magazine
Again, it partly depends on whether an author is credited. Most newspapers (e.g. The 
Guardian) and magazines (such as Computer Weekly) should all be published with issue 
numbers, and so if possible should be treated like journals (above): but if no author is 
credited, or the author identity is basically irrelevant because it is a news story (as 
opposed to a comment piece) that you are citing, consider the following: 

The UK government has recently announced they would seek to implement 
further laws against file-sharing (The Guardian 25th October 2007, p. 5). 

You should always italicise the names of journals, magazines or newspapers by the way, 
even if you are referring to them in the text (as I did in the first paragraph of this 
section).

Secondary citation
A secondary citation is something like this: 

“The ability of the education system to match the needs of the information 
society for highly educated people has now become the main determinant of a 
country’s employment prospects.” (Shirley Williams MP, cited by Mackay, 1992: 
129).

This would be listed under Mackay in the bibliography, not Williams. 

Again, secondary citation can lead students into all sorts of worry that is, really, out of 
proportion to its importance or significance. If what you are citing is a quote, from a 
cited book, used in another book, cite the original book (even if you haven’t read it) rather 
than the book you got the quote from. But with something like this, where citing the 
original speech would be more awkward, it is easier to cite the secondary source. Once 
again – use your common sense and ask the basic question – “is there enough 
information here so someone could follow up this quote”? Here there is, for the next step 
would be to Mackay’s work. And the usual advice still applies which is to look at how 
published pieces do it. 


